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Reading Inservice? Yes
Improved Instruction? Maybe
Lawrence G. Erickson
West Virginia University

While the goal of reading inservice is to get teachers and principals
to try something new, individuals
rarely accept and adopt a new attitude, skill, or procedure when they
first hear about it. The decision to
consider, try, and eventually adopt
a new idea is a complex process that
usually follows a predictable pattern
of stages that occur over a period of
time. Whenever inservice training
prompts changes that improve
reading instruction, there is a good
chance that the practice was
adopted in the following stages ( 1,
5):
1. .Awareness - Individuals acknowledged
the practice, showed only passive interest,
and did not actively search for more information.
2. Interest - Individuals sought further information and began to develop a general concern, either positive or negative, toward the
practice.
3. Mental-Tryout - Individuals imagined
trying out the practice in their own situation
and decided whether or not it was worth an
actual trial.
4. Trial - Individuals used the practice on a
temporary trial basis to see if it would work.
5. .Adoption - Individuals evaluated the
trial, decided to continue the practice, and
began using it regularly. Through a process
of integration and adaptation the practice
eventually became a part of their teaching
routine.

On the other hand, when inservice training fails to allow participants to experience all of the
stages, the goal of improved reading
instruction may not be realized. Of
course, a new practice may be
basically a bad idea, or the
knowledge and skills required to
adopt a promising practice may be
beyond our individual or collective
capabilities. But too often, inservice
activities are too general or passive
to arouse enough interest or energy
to induce a mental tryout (4). And
teachers report that poorly utilized
reading inservice time prevents
them from using a technique long

enough to integrate it into their
daily routine (6). Hall, George, and
Rutherford (3) have pointed out that
the stages represent different levels
of concern that individuals have
about an idea, and that each individual decides whether or not
change will occur. The plain truth is
that when a new practice is adopted,
there is a good chance that all of the
stages were experienced in the
given order (3).
Reading inservice leaders who
understand that adopting a new
practice "cannot simply be
engineered by an outside agent" (3,
p.6) know full well that an idea can
be rejected at any stage of the sequence. Therefore, instead of hoping to manipulate people to
guarantee change they are
prepared to recognize and respond
to the different stages or concerns
that teachers and principals may
have about a promising new practice. From this perspective, effective
reading inservice leaders are skilled
at not only perceiving the stages of
change that participants manifest,
but also, they are skilled at responding to the stages with appropriate
tactics and activities. Inservice
leaders are ready to provide a helping hand that enables teachers and
principals to move from earlier to
later stages of change until a new
practice is eventually adopted.
The ability to perceive and respond to these stages is important
because individuals experience the
stages at different rates. And skipping over, changing the order, hurrying through, or ignoring individual differences in stages can
guarantee the rejection of the idea.
For example, teachers may resist the
use of paperback books when an inservice training session is held
before a mental tryout, or before the
teachers have had a chance to ask
questions or clarify concerns.
Likewise, when no trial run or model
example is provided in an inservice
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on questioning strategies, improved
classroom questioning is unlikely to
occur because teachers need to go
beyond the awareness, interest, and
mental tryout stages. And although
all of the participants may be aware
of a new grouping practice, their individual interests may trigger quite
different information needs. Thus,
the extent to which the reading inservice leader responds to the different information concerns will affect the decision to adopt or reject
the grouping idea.
GUIDELINES FOR DETERMINING
AND RESPONDING TO
STAGES OF CHANGE

In this paper the assumption is
that reading inservice leaders who
are sensitive and responsive to each
of the stages of change are able to
stimulate change better than
reading inservice leaders who can
neither perceive nor respond to the
stages .
The following guidelines describe
how reading inservice leaders
determine and respond to the stages
of change that individuals experience during the inservice.
Notice how the leader observes,
perceives, and responds with tactics
and behaviors that will enable the
participants to move to the next
stage in the model.
1. At the AWARENESS STAGE
teachers and principals are passive,
have no opinions, and they do not
seek information on the new practice. Perceptive inservice leaders
who observe these behaviors respond with ADVERTISING AGENCY
TACTICS that are brief, positive,
and attention-getting. Inservice
planning activities that fit this stage
are:
• Brief appearances are made at faculty
meetings to present ideas and listen to
teachers and principals.
• Short questionnaires (one page) are
used with principals and teachers to gain a
feel for their everyday concerns about
reading instruction.

• Small action-research activities are
conducted with a few teachers or a principal
at one school. The results are disseminated to
other teachers or to other schools via an informal newsletter.
• Concise written materials are sent or
personally delivered to teachers and principals. The materials are clear, positive,
realistic, and relevant to the reading concerns
unique to each school.

2. At the INTEREST STAGE
teachers and principals identify
reading concerns, answer questions, and seek information. They
also provide relevant information,
respond realistically, and discuss
concerns among themselves. Inservice leaders observing these
behaviors use LINKING TACTICS
in an attempt to connect staff concerns with new practices that will
improve reading instruction. Inservice planning tactics that link concerns and interests to new practices
are:
• Reading inservice leaders appear at
faculty meetings and provide relevant,
realistic, and specific information that is
directly related to the school reading concerns.
• Oral and written answers and examples
of new practices are prepared ahead of time
or sent immediately in response to teachers'
and principals' questions.

• A weekly bulletin or a reading
telephone hot line is established and routinely
used to respond to local school concerns.
• Inservice leaders link concerns to new
practices during informal discussions and interviews in the teachers' lounge or during
lunch and after school.
• Inservice leaders schedule a series of
short meetings with interested participants to
present new and alternative practices.

3. At the MENTAL-TRYOUT
STAGE inservice participants say

"It will/won't work in my
class/school", or "I'd like to try it",
or "Has it worked any other place?"
To help overcome these concerns
inservice leaders respond with
SHOW AND TELL TACTICS that
testify to the worth and success of
the new practice. Inservice activities that are appropriate at this
stage of the model are:
• A written case study based on "what we
did at ... " is shared with teachers and principals.
• Testimonial information that is relevant
to the topic is presented. For example:
Films, slides, or audio/visual tapes are
used to explain a new reading practice.
Recorded interviews of satisfied
teachers/principals are viewed or listened to
and then discussed by the participants.

A satisfied and successful "consumer"
shares information with teachers.

• The participants visit and observe a
successful teacher/school that has already
adopted the practice.
• A panel of teachers explain their experiences and respond to the inservice participants' questions.

4. At the TRIAL STAGE
teachers and principals seek
materials, guidance and a chance to
try the idea. Sometimes they go
ahead and attempt to use the new
practice on a small scale or temporary basis. Inservice leaders
observing these behaviors use
TRAINER TACTICS to guide and
support participants during this
stage. Inservice activities that fit
this stage include:
• The leader documents the specific
dates, times, and sources of reading materials
and equipment that should be available for
the staff.
• A series of small group meetings of
teachers and principals is arranged where
specific goals, objectives, responsibilities,
and problems are identified, and written
down.
• An expert or qualified trainer is engaged who demonstrates the technique in a
clear, realistic series of training sessions.
Many times another experienced teacher is
the best trainer.
• Interviews and questionnaires are used
to determine what problems occurred before,
during, or after the trial that either promoted
or inhibited the adoption of the idea.
• Participants are asked to sign a commitment sheet stating that they will use the idea
20 or more times for a specified number of
days.
• Instructional performance contracts are
prepared that describe goals, roles, criteria,
and staff responsibilities.
• Informal, social activities are held
where participants have an opportunity to
share experiences openly and receive
recognition for trying an innovation.

5. At the ADOPTION STAGE
teachers and principals begin adapting and integrating the new practice into their daily reading instructional routines. During this stage inservice leaders use EVALUATION

AND RECOGNITION TA CTI CS
that support the repeated use of the
practice. At this point, inservice
leaders wisely let the participants
make their own decisions based
upon criteria developed and refined
during the trial and training stages.
Rather than insist on an immediate,
pervasive, and rigid adoption of the
practice, leaders anticipate adaptations and modifications. They also
expect frustration, conflict, and
controversy that may result in the
rejection of the idea. Activities that
promote adoption include the
following:

• Consensus decision making rather than
authority/majority voting methods are used.
Consensus usually takes longer than voting
and only works when no emergencies are in
progress. Inservice leaders use small-group
communication skills to assure that consensus
decision making occurs.
• All inservice participants are actively
involved in the decision making. Authority or
power structure leaders do not dominate.
Nominal group processes (2), brainstorming
sessions, and other high involvement techniques are called for.
• The adoption of the innovation is
publicized. Those who adopt the idea share it
with other colleagues and with other schools.
Media coverage and video or slide tape
presentations are used to disseminate the information.

A primary goal of reading inservice is to improve reading instruction by stimulating educators to
adopt new practices. When improvements are made, there is a
good chance that inservice leaders
have detected and responded to all
of the stages that each of us experiences when we try to adopt a
new practice. From this perspective, effective reading inservice is
not a process of coercing or
manipulating people. Rather, it is a
process that recognizes "the inevitable presence of concerns
within individuals" (3, p.8) and provides activities that allow each participant to cope with and resolve the
concerns they have regarding the
adoption of any reading related innovation.
The guidelines have several applications. They can serve as
criteria for judging the effectiveness
of current inservice efforts and for
planning future inservice programs.
They can also help reading
specialists who desire to be more
skilled as change agents. The
guidelines can also help teachers
realize the need for more informa tion or more guided practice before
a promising new practice is
adopted.
Just as there is teaching without
learning, there is reading inservice
without professional development.
Given the current widespread concern over reading instruction, these
guidelines deserve the serious attention of those who expect inservice to improve the teaching of
reading.
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